I bought this novel mainly because I remembered quite vividly a scene from Ford's 1986 novel The Sportswriter in which the sportswriter interviews a crazed former NFL linebacker. Independence Day, I'd heard, was a sequel to this novel. By the time I bought it in 1996, it'd won the Pulitzer Prize. As it turns out, I found it an engrossing read, and about a third of the way through, I realized it might be something other SABR members would want to read, or at least know about.
Not that there's much baseball action in it. The story follows Frank Bascombe, former sportswriter and currently (the book is set in 1988) a real estate salesman, through a Fourth of July weekend, Friday through Monday, as he tries to cope with clients, his girl friend, his ex-wife, his children, various strangers along the way, including a half-brother he's not seen in 25 years, and himself. Bascombe's purpose, in the course of the weekend, is to pick up his son at his ex-wife's posh Connecticut home (she has remarried) and to travel with him to Cooperstown to visit the Baseball Hall of Fame. He's counting on Cooperstown "to be the ur-father-son meeting ground, offering the assurances of a spiritually neutral spectator sport made seemingly meaningful by its context in idealized male history" (p.18).
The preceding quotation may be the first indication that Independence Day may hold no Field Of Dreams reverence for the national game. (In fact, Independence Day itself, and the theme of freedom, are subjected to rigorous redefinition in the course of the narrative.) In fact, while reading Independence Day I thought I remembered Ford's having published an article on baseball in The New York Times Magazine. Sure enough, it's in the 4 April 1993 issue, titled "It's Just A Game" (P.36-38, 40, 42) . His point there is (p.42): "It's just a game-baseball-an amusement, a marginal thing, not an art, not a consequential metaphor for life, not a public trust. It may have broken Bart Giamatti's sentimental heart, but it will never break mine." This may sound disagreeable to some of us -for instance, I'm not sure I think baseball is any more, or less, marginal than any other human activity -but it also suggests the way Ford uses the trip to Cooperstown in his book.
The father-son relationship surely is not idealized, although by the book's end I'd come to like both of them and to think that somehow they'd made important connections with each other. Paul Bascombe is the kind of 15-year old we love to hate. His father is worried about him because he's recently been arrested for stealing condoms and trading racial epithets with others involved. He's often obtuse or incomprehensible in conversation and spends time barking like a dog. On the day before his father is to pick him up, he's created a crisis in his new family by whacking his stepfather in the face with an oar. Clearly, he's a young man under a lot of pressure.
Paul's catharsis -if it can be called that -comes in a baseball setting. Arriving at the Hall Of Fame, they find pickets marching ("in support of a lovable Yankee shortstop from the forties", we learn later) and turn instead to Doubleday Field. There Frank Bascombe takes a turn at a batting machine and encourages Paul to do so too. Paul is hit in the eye by a 75-mph pitch (he appears to have invited this to happen) and must be rushed to a hospital and eventually to Yale Univ. where an eminent specialist will operate to save his eye. As Frank says, "this is the worst thing ever" (p.363).
It's not supposed to happen this way. Father and son are on the way to Cooperstown "not because either of us gives a particular shit about baseball, but because we simply have no properer place to go for our semi-sacred purposes" (p.284). It is a religious occasion; Cooperstown itself has a "pilgrim feel of things" (p.340); the Hall of Fame is "magical" (p. 342). Alas, things are not as they seem in Cooperstown. Frank reminds his son that nobody really believes the myth that baseball was invented in Cooperstown (p.294), and the cook at the Deerslayer Inn pronounces the town (p.313) "just a little hick burg. It pretends different". After his son's injury, Frank himself wishes for more unreality, thinking Cooperstown is "not a real town for real injuries" (p.365). Ford's point: it is. The myths surrounding baseball can be downright lethal.
If the argument of the book's action dramatizes what Ford's Times Magazine article exposes -our need to relinquish the myths surrounding baseball -it also does something more. As Paul recovers in the hospital from his eye operation, his mother reports to his father (p.410): "He just jabbered on and on about the Baseball Hall of Fame. All about the exhibits he's seen and the... I guess they're statues. Right? He thought he'd had a splendid time." Paul's "splendid time" had nothing to do with baseball or the Hall of Fame, but with the progress he'd made coming to terms with his father and himself. That he translates this into a visit to the Hall of Fame is Ford's acknowledgement of the power of baseball's myths.
